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In 1994 the American novelist Annie Proulx memorably went on record writing in the New York Times: ‘Nobody is going to sit down and read a novel on a twitchy little 
screen. Ever.’1 She may not have been 
right about the nobody ever, but her 
conviction was – and is – undeniably 
When it comes to book-length texts, readers around the world continue to display a 
preference for print over screens. This article speculates about the possible reasons why 
digitisation has not (yet) affected the printed book the way it has other media. Among 
the reasons advanced are emotional and sentimental attachment at a personal level; 
the long history of prestige of printed books at a social level; the fixity of print, which 
answers better to the embodied nature of human cognition than the ephemerality 
and fluidity of the immaterial digital text; and the unconscious appreciation that 
the investment required for the production of material goods is likely to act as a 
publication membrane filtering out the most worthless texts. To this may be added a 
certain weariness about the virtual world which seems to have set in more recently.
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shared by most readers. For so much 
is clear: if the digital deluge should 
indeed spell the end of the book, it is 
certainly taking its time succumbing. 
A quarter of a century after Proulx’s 
lapidary pronouncement, and a decade 
after the advent of the ground-breaking 
Amazon Kindle in 2007,2 book industry 
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statistics still speak for a collective 
fondness for paper books. E-books have 
their highest market share – about 20% 
– in the US. Elsewhere the figures range 
between 15% in the UK – the second 
highest uptake – to as little as 0% in 
quite a number of countries. Most 
European countries are sitting at the 
low end in between, with for example 
France at 3%, Germany at 4.5%, the 
Netherlands pushing 7% and Slovenia 
at less than 1%.3 These figures are 
especially noteworthy if we compare 
them with what 
happened in the case 
of music and film. 
For where watching 
and listening are 
concerned, analogue 
and digital show 
a roughly inverse 
proportion. 
Given the rapid digitization of music and film, 
but also newspapers, 
over the last few decades, it is 
astonishing that so many paper books 
are still being published – and bought 
– in paper form. Readers’ attachment to 
paper – ‘curling up with a good book’ 
or affectionately smelling its pages 
– has been recurrently disparaged 
as a matter of mere emotion and 
sentiment. Emotion and sentiment or 
not, the American researcher Naomi 
Baron found that tertiary students in 
the three countries she researched 
(Germany, America and Japan) stated 
a clear preference for hardcopy, both 
for academic and pleasure reading.4 
The American textbook publisher 
Scholastic found in 2015 that ‘nearly 
two-thirds of children (65%)—up from 
2012 (60%)—agree that they’ll always 
want to read print books even though 
there are ebooks available’.5
One way in which readers’ preference for hardcopy expresses itself is in the lack of 
seriousness with which people read 
texts on screen compared to texts on 
paper. Two vast meta-studies have 
recently corroborated this recurrent 
research finding, establishing this effect 
of screens on our reading habits beyond 
doubt. Indeed, they found that the 
effect is even becoming 
stronger over time. 
Rather than younger 
people becoming used 
to screens and treating 
them as an equivalent 
alternative substrate 
to paper, they are in 
fact increasingly less 
inclined to take screens 
seriously as a reading 
surface.6 For example, 
one very notable way 
in which this lack of 
seriousness about screens expresses 
itself is that people are less motivated 
to engage in metacognitive learning 
regulation in the case of digital texts.7 
That is to say that they take less care to 
check whether they have understood 
what they have just been reading before 
continuing. 
Paper-based reading habits are thus proving remarkably persistent, also among young people. Whence this 
persistence? Why has digitization 
not taken over the book the way it 
has the other media? Trade figures of 
course say nothing about the reasons 
why people continue to prefer paper. 
Neither do the meta-studies just cited 
attempt to answer the question why 
‘Paper-based 
reading habits 
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people of all ages should take screen 
texts less seriously than they do texts 
on paper. Is the continuing preference 
for paper really just a matter of emotion 
and sentiment, as many commentators 
insist?
 
Clearly emotion and sentiment do play a role in the resistance to e-reading – and indeed, why 
should they not? It matters for their 
personal and social status that books 
have a history. In your own life you 
may treasure memories 
of being read to when 
young. You may have 
been struck by the 
veneration of a favourite 
teacher for her books. 
You may remember 
the intense joy of 
discovering that you 
could independently 
read your way through 
volume after volume 
of your local library. 
But books have a social 
history, too. In that 
social history reading 
aloud goes back further 
than reading silently 
to oneself. Reverence 
for books is of all time, as is the habit 
of using them to make our store of 
knowledge visible and tangible, for 
example by collecting them in libraries 
or displaying them on coffee tables. 
For the possession of books represents 
symbolic capital and prestige, even 
if this does not go for all genres and 
purposes equally. The experience of 
such reverence may of course be merely 
vicarious; not everyone has a personal 
affinity with books. Nevertheless the 
amount of discussion generated by the 
question whether swearing oaths on 
e-readers or even tablets showing a 
bible app is acceptable given that the 
‘inherent respect given to the print 
version of the bible ... doesn’t attach 
itself to a Kindle or the iPad’ testifies 
to deeply and widely held convictions 
about the symbolic status of the 
printed book8 – as does the continuing 
effectiveness of, say, book burnings.9
A personal history of emotional connections with printed books, in combination with a social history 
of prestige attached to 
them, no doubt helps 
to explain the special 
regard in which paper 
books are held. But 
there may be others at 
play, too. Especially the 
finding that texts on 
screen are taken less 
seriously than texts on 
paper may offer a clue. 
For example, it does 
not seem far-fetched 
to surmise that the 
ephemeral, fluid nature 
of the immaterial 
digital text is central to 
this effect.10
Over the last couple of decades the notion has been gaining ground that human cognition 
is embodied. It has been suggested 
that one notable effect of this is that it 
causes a predilection for giving things 
real-world ‘addresses’.11 Just as we 
ourselves bodily have to be somewhere 
in space, we like the things we deal with 
similarly to be in a known space. When 
it comes to text, it has been found, for 
instance, that dealing with hypertext 
or text that needs to be scrolled makes 
‘The screen 
is a notorious 
temptation 
space. Online it 
takes an almost 
superhuman 
effort to keep 
reading’
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cognitive demands over and above 
text that is ‘anchored’ to the page. This 
‘cognitive overload’ as it is often called, 
may be a consequence of the embodied 
nature of our cognition.12 In the case 
of music and film the materiality or 
otherwise of the substrate is irrelevant: 
we only consume them through our 
eyes and ears just as we watch or 
listen in real life. In the case of text 
there is always a medium involved. 
The embodiedness of our cognition – 
or so the thinking goes – would then 
prefer the text to be mapped to the 
dimensions of a material object. This 
would explain the – perhaps partly 
or largely subliminal – advantages of 
paper compared with screen that have 
been reported in research of reading 
fluency and comprehension.
That the famous centuries-old Art of Memory demanded its practitioners mentally to assign 
a physical location to all items that 
needed to be remembered attests to 
the importance of real-world spatial 
orientation.13 If the lack of anchoring of 
digital text in a fixed material location 
should be in any way detrimental to 
the reading experience would this 
not affect reading for the purpose of 
learning and memorising in particular, 
adding to the perceived inferiority of 
screen texts mentioned?
Indeed, to explain the widespread preference for reading from paper materiality may also be relevant in a 
more indirect way. In a world governed 
by the concept of scarcity of resources 
(think of money, time, attention), the 
very fact that someone has thought 
to invest such scarce resources in 
something ipso facto makes that 
something meaningful. That a paper 
book takes effort to produce, and that 
someone has demonstrably lavished 
care and money on its creation, may 
thus be interpreted – consciously or 
(equally likely) unconsciously – as 
evidence of value. Material products 
are by definition finite, and scarcity 
contributes to their value. By contrast, 
there is no economic scarcity attached 
to their digital counterparts. A digital 
file – say a text at a given Web address 
– may be downloaded an unlimited 
number of times. Its intrinsic value 
can only be established from actual 
reading of its content; scarcity and 
other qualities of material goods (such 
as ownership and collectability) are 
irrelevant. 
Perhaps those who never gave up their paper habits have always intuited the benefits of reading 
from a material substrate. However 
that may be, among those who did 
largely turn to a more digital way of life 
a certain weariness about the virtual 
world has recently begun to set in. It 
has, for instance, been known for years 
now that intensive social media use can 
make people feel worse rather than 
better. As a case in point, researchers 
from Humboldt University in Berlin and 
Darmstadt Technical University found 
in 2013 that users frequently perceive 
Facebook as a stressful environment. 
One in three people felt worse after 
visiting the site and more dissatisfied 
with their lives. People who browsed 
passively without contributing were 
affected the most, the chief cause 
being envy of other people’s lives and 
experiences.14 It took Facebook a few 
years to acknowledge the bald facts, 
which it did reluctantly in December 
2017.15 Similar effects have been 
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reported for other ways of being online, 
such as gaming apps and the use of 
smartphones in general.16 
Many people report feeling empty and drained with nothing to show for time spent 
online. This common experience may 
be an additional factor playing into 
the revival of offline reading. Reading 
has been shown to be a good antidote 
to online stress. ‘Reading carried out 
in “fertile solitude” fosters readers 
resilience and greater impermeability 
to social pressures and expectations, 
such as those encountered especially 
on social media.’17 It appears that it is 
reading, not the paper book as such, 
that serves as an antidote to the sense of 
emptiness induced by social media. Yet 
as we know, the screen is a notorious 
temptation space. Online it takes an 
almost superhuman effort to keep 
reading in the face of the incessant and 
insistent siren calls of distraction. The 
fierce debate about whether the paper 
book will survive the digital revolution 
has yet to die down. But if a good read 
is your preferred remedy to the sense 
of time waste associated with so much 
screen use, a paper book is definitely 
the better choice. 
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